
National Headquarters • Woman's Missionary Union • Southern Baptist Convention • RO. Box C-10, Birmingham, AL 35283-0010 • (205) 991-8100

CONTACT:
Karen Benson or Susan Todd 
(804) 783-7385 through May 14 
(205) 991-8100 after May 16

Virginia Baptists celebrate
Origins of missions groups

RICHMOND, Va.--The beginnings of Southern Baptist mission groups for 
women, men and children -- all in Virginia -- were celebrated at the annual 
meeting of the Virginia Baptist Historical Society in Richmond May 12 as 
part of the Woman's Missionary Union "Centennial Celebration."

Through music, humorous anecdotes and vivid reminders of the missions 
vision of Southern Baptists in the past, society members and hundreds of 
centennial visitors took a journey in time.

Founded in Virginia were Sunbeams (now Mission Friends) in 1886; 
Woman's Missionary Union in 1888; and Layman's Missionary Movement (now 
Brotherhood Commission) in 1907.

Highlights about the beginning of each missions organization ended with 
the unveiling of mural panels depicting the founding of each group. The 
panels are among 20 completed out of a projected 30 panels focused on 
Baptist history in Virginia. All were commissioned by the Virginia Baptist 
Historical Society.

Sunbeams, the missions organization for children, began when a young 
pastor and female Sunday School teacher wanted to challenge their small 
charges at Fairmount Baptist Church in Nelson County, Va. The pastor was 
George Braxton Taylor, whose father was the first Southern Baptist 
missionary appointed to Italy.

The children gave pennies they had earned for missions. They raised 
"missionary hens" and later "missionary pigs," cornfields and tobacco 
patches "to tell all the world about Jesus," said Rees Watkins, education 
assistant for the historical society. The movement spread around the 
convention and now is in many other countries. The name was changed to 
Mission Friends in 1970.

Lloyd F. Jackson Jr., director of Virginia Baptist Men, told about the 
stirring among men in the early 1900s that led to what is now Brotherhood 
work, founded in Richmond in 1907.
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"The vision continues," he said. "There are 600,000 men and boys 
involved with missions education and action" through what is now the 
Brotherhood Commission.

Alma Hunt, WMU executive secretary from 1948 to 1974 and a Virginian, 
regaled the hundreds attending the meeting with anecdotes of WMU's 
beginnings in Virginia. Baptist women from Virginia did not vote on the 
question of organization, she said, because of opposition from men in the 
convention who felt women had no right to their own group. But after WMU 
got started, the Virginia women became involved and never slowed down, 
according to Miss Hunt.

The society's first woman president in its 112-year history, Thelma W. 
Hall of Richmond, presided at the meeting. New officers were elected for 
one-year terms. They include Paul Thompson, a counselor at Fork Union 
Military Academy in Fork Union, president; Kenneth Bryan, pastor of First 
Baptist Church in Lynchburg, first vice president; Catherine W. Townes, a 
homemaker of Danville, second vice president; Robert F. Woodward, a retired 
minister from Richmond, third vice president; and executive committee 
members, all of Richmond: Ernest Bolt, Thelma Hall, Lee Shepard and 
Katherine E. Crandall.

But it was WMU's night. Fred Anderson, executive director of the 
Virginia Baptist History Society, cited the contributions made both by the 
national and Virginia WMU groups. WMU “has undergirded missions support, 
provided the impetus for new work, kept our heritage before the people. 
Their main purpose has been missions and they've never deviated," he said.

"I hope the love feast that begins in Richmond at the centennial of WMU 
abundantly carries over to San Antonio and sparks a new day for Southern 
Baptists."
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